with a design in coarse cross-stitch (Fig. 1) . In later snapshots we see the Empress at work on a needlepoint runner featuring her favorite lilies, tablecloths adorned with garlands and floral sprays, and various pieces of white work (Fig. 2) . 1 There is evidence, however, that needlework played another, more meaningful role in the lives of the Empress and her sister. From the time of their conversion to Orthodoxy (Ella in 1891, Alix in 1894) until their deaths in 1918, both took an active interest in creating and commissioning liturgical textiles to furnish the new churches of Nicholas II's reign, as well as to honor the new saints of a revitalized Holy Rus. If embroidering tablecloths and runners answered the practical Englishwoman's need to keep busy, the creation of banners, shrouds, and altar cloths spoke to the spiritual needs of the "mystical Russian" that both women increasingly felt themselves to be. 2 My goal in this essay is to make a preliminary survey of the liturgical embroideries associated with the Empress and her sister. The list is not long, but it suggests that the sisters' needlework for sacred purposes was invested with a significance not seen in elite Russian society since the late seventeenth century. At a time when the arts of Orthodoxy were undergoing a state-sponsored renaissance, who was better suited to lead the resurgence of liturgical embroidery than the wife and sister-in-law of the Emperor, the last in a long line of royal women seeking to assert their piety and their power through traditional women's work? In the closing years of the empire, to make and to donate sacred textiles was a way to emulate ancestral women, while providing modern women with examples of piety, industriousness, and patriotism.
1 For a discussion of her embroidery, see http://forum.alexanderpalace.org/index.php?topic=16678.0;wap2. 2 The observation that Alexandra was "a practical Englishwoman on the surface and a mystical Russian underneath" belonged to General Aleksandr Kireev. In 1888, Princess Ella of Hesse-Darmstadt accompanied her husband Grand Duke Sergei Alexandrovich , the brother of Alexander III, on a pilgrimage to the Holy Land. Though a devout Lutheran, the young princess honored her husband's fervent
Orthodox faith by donating a needlepoint carpet runner she had embroidered to the recently completed Church of Mary Magdalene in Jerusalem (Fig. 3) . 3 By the conventional standards of the day, this was an admirable gift of time and devotion. The geometric pattern, reminiscent of A.W.N. Pugin's "Gothic" ecclesiastical designs, was worked in wool on canvas, the simple tent stitches transcribed from a chart. The runner's muted color palette was a tasteful alternative to the garish Berlin wool work that filled the leisure hours of many women of her background. Yet with its mechanical obedience to a printed pattern, Ella's pious donation stood on the wrong side of a revolution in taste.
For design reformers like the English architect George Street, needlepoint belonged to "that contemptible system of cross-stitch work, which requires no sense, no thought, hardly any manual dexterity on the part of the worker; and which, be the worker good, Prakhova worked on the shroud for a year and a half, completing it in July 1897.
The result was a tour de force (Fig. 4) . 17 The (Fig. 5) . 23 The Empress's embroidered rendition of his Mother of God Orans faithfully repeats his softened version of the great Byzantine mosaic in the apse of Kiev's Cathedral of St. Sophia (Fig. 6 ). Alexandra donated a brocade cover for the casket and a carpet, both of which she had embroidered herself. Such an act -requiring many hours of prayerful labor -would have played its part in reinforcing her pious belief that Serafim would help her to produce a male heir. Knowingly or not, the Empress's gesture mirrored the actions of royal women since the time of Solomonia Saburova, the barren wife of Vasily III, whose gifts of sacred embroidery also served as prayers that she be granted children.
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As part of the canonization of Patriarch Germogen in 1913, both Alexandra and Elizaveta used gifts of embroidery to underscore the dynastic significance of the event.
Having actively assisted in the overthrow of the False Dmitrii's Polish regime in 1610,
Germogen became a central figure in the patriotic rhetoric of the Tercentenary. Elizaveta
Fedorovna successfully spearheaded a campaign to secure his canonization, and
Vasnetsov painted a new icon of the saint. When Germogen's remains were discovered in Moscow's Chudov Monastery, a grand ceremony was orchestrated to transfer them to the 34 The phrase "semantics of splendor" was coined by Oleg Tarasov. 35 In 1525 Saburova was forcibly tonsured in the Protection Convent in Suzdal because of her inability to produce an heir. Maiasova has pointed to the inscriptions and choice of subjects in a cover for the tomb of Kirilll Belozersky (1514) and two icon veils as evidence of her intentions. See Maiasova, p. 25.
Kremlin's Dormition Cathedral. Elizaveta embroidered a cover for the coffin, with the image of the saint worked in silks and gold thread, while Vasnetsov oversaw the preparation of a set of new vestments to place atop the coffin. 36 To the Empress fell the symbolic task of embroidering the golden seraphim, outlined in seed pearls, on the white patriarchal cowl -itself modeled on that of Patriarch Filaret, the father of Michael Romanov (Fig. 11) .
By 1913, the women of the imperial family were quite actively engaged in the revival of national needlework traditions, from sponsoring lace, carpet, and embroidery workshops to lending their patronage to major exhibitions of improved peasant crafts. 37 As President of the Imperial Women's Philanthropic Society, Alexandra Fedorovna also oversaw a network of organizations designed to help women in need by promoting forms of industriousness that often involved needlework. 38 Of these, the School of Folk Art, 
